Too old to care?
Shortly before his death in 1995, Kenneth B. Schwartz, a cancer patient at Massachusetts General Hospital (MGH), founded The Kenneth B. Schwartz Center at MGH (http://www.theschwarzcenter.org/rounds.asp). The Schwartz Center is a nonprofit organization dedicated to supporting and advancing compassionate health care delivery, which provides hope to the patient and support to caregivers, and encourages the healing process. The center sponsors the Schwartz Center Rounds, a monthly multidisciplinary forum where caregivers reflect on important psychosocial issues faced by patients, their families, and their caregivers, and gain insight and support from fellow staff members. Ageism is a pervasive problem throughout society. It is rooted in language, attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, and policies. Aging profoundly influences physiology, challenging the medical community to accommodate but not discriminate. The elderly are at an increased risk of disease and disability. Sixty percent of cancer occurs in people aged 65 and older, and the population is aging. The treatment of cancer in the elderly is complicated by comorbidities and other physiological factors, particularly renal, bone marrow, and metabolic reserve. Caregivers have to treat patients in a manner that optimizes treatment and avoids anticipated harm. However, the caregiver is often faced with situations where they must balance their personal beliefs, professional values, and knowledge of medicine with their patients' preferences and needs. Discussion in the Rounds focused on age bias, drug toxicity, life prolongation, and symptom relief, with the role of the caregiver, and the relationship to the patient, being pivotal.